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In February 2023, Secretary of State Antony Blinken publicly confirmed that the Biden Administration 

supports a possible sale of F-16 fighter aircraft to Turkey (Türkiye)—a member of the North Atlantic 

Treaty Organization (NATO)—and has engaged Congress on the issue. According to January 2023 media 

reports citing unnamed U.S. officials, the Biden Administration has provided informal notification to 

Congress about the possible sale. Issues potentially factoring into congressional review of a proposed sale 

include Turkey’s role regarding the Russia-Ukraine war, Sweden’s and Finland’s NATO membership 

applications, regional rivalry with Greece, and Turkish domestic matters.  

The January informal notification is reportedly for 40 new F-16s of the advanced Block 70/72 Viper 

configuration and Block 70/72 upgrade packages for 79 existing fighters (see Figure 1), along with 900 

air-to-air missiles and 800 bombs, at an estimated total value of $20 billion. The transaction could 

modernize and extend the service life of much of Turkey’s fleet while Turkey tries to acquire or design a 

more advanced fighter. However, delivery of new F-16s might face a production backlog. 
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Figure 1. F-16 Block 70/72 Viper Configuration 

 
Source: Lockheed Martin. 

Some Members of Congress from both parties have expressed reservations. Senate Foreign Relations 

Committee (SFRC) Chairman Bob Menendez was quoted in January as saying, “Until [Turkish President 

Recep Tayyip] Erdogan (pronounced air-doe-wan) ceases his threats [against neighboring NATO allies], 

improves his human rights record at home ... and begins to act like a trusted ally should, I will not 

approve this sale.” Several other Senators, including SFRC Ranking Member Jim Risch and the 29 who 

wrote a February letter to President Biden, have indicated they might only consider supporting the F-16 

sale to Turkey if its parliament agrees to both Sweden and Finland joining NATO. 

For most possible major arms sales requiring congressional review, the State Department first provides 

informal notification to SFRC and the House Foreign Affairs Committee, allowing for a confidential 

process in which the committees can raise and discuss concerns with the executive branch. This process 

usually lasts 20 to 40 days, followed by formal notification of the possible sale. However, if a committee 

chair or ranking member places a “hold” on the proposed transaction, formal notification usually does not 

proceed, even though holds are not legally binding. Under the Arms Export Control Act (AECA, P.L. 90-

629, 82 Stat. 1320), the Administration can proceed with a sale—if not blocked by legislation—15 days 

(for NATO allies like Turkey) after formal notification. 

Congress and U.S.-Turkey Arms Transactions 
Congressional legislation and oversight has helped shape U.S.-Turkey defense cooperation for decades. 

Congress placed an arms embargo on Turkey from 1975 to 1978, following the 1974 Cyprus conflict. 

Since then, Turkey has focused more on developing its defense industry (see Figure 2), and as part of that 

goal, one objective of Turkish arms purchases from the United States and other foreign suppliers has been 

to acquire technology for future indigenous defense production.  
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Figure 2. Arms Imports as a Share of Turkish Military Spending 

 
Sources: Stratfor, based on information from the Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI) Arms Traders 

Database, with some text modifications by CRS. 

Over the past 15 years, a number of proposed U.S. arms transfers to Turkey either have stalled or faced 

reported congressional holds. After Turkey acquired an S-400 surface-to-air defense system from Russia, 

the Trump Administration removed Turkey from the F-35 Joint Strike Fighter program (citing concerns 

about possible Russian use of the S-400 to collect intelligence on F-35 stealth capabilities), and imposed 

congressionally authorized sanctions on Turkey. Section 1245 of the FY2020 National Defense 

Authorization Act (NDAA, P.L. 116-92) prohibits funding the transfer of F-35s to Turkey unless Turkey 

no longer possesses the S-400. 

Considerations for Congress 
Several issues could have implications for congressional approaches to the possible sale, and vice versa. 

Congressional committee leaders’ concerns regarding a possible F-16 sale—whether or not tied to NATO 

accession for both Sweden and Finland—could conceivably persist beyond Turkish elections scheduled 

for May 2023. At some point, the Administration may face decisions regarding whether, when, and how 

to address congressional concerns, and/or move forward with a formal notification of the sale. 

Shortly after Russia’s 2022 invasion of Ukraine, a State Department letter to some Members of 

Congress reportedly said that there were “compelling long-term NATO alliance unity and capability 

interests, as well as U.S. national security, economic and commercial interests that are supported by 
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appropriate U.S. defense trade ties with Turkey.” While Turkey has acted more independently of the West 

under Erdogan, it has NATO’s second-largest military, hosts allied military assets and personnel, and 

partners in other ways with the United States and NATO—including using F-16s in occasional policing 

missions. 

U.S. officials have voiced appreciation for Turkish actions that appear favorable to Ukraine. Turkey has 

denounced Russia’s invasion, closed the Bosphorus (alt. Bosporus) and Dardanelles Straits to belligerent 

warships, helped broker a Black Sea corridor for Ukrainian grain exports, served as a transit hub for 

natural gas to Europe, and supplied Ukraine with military equipment.  

However, Turkey also has boosted various forms of economic and energy cooperation with Russia. 

During early 2023, U.S. officials have warned counterparts in Turkey (and some non-NATO countries) 

about possible penalties for businesses that continue trade potentially supplying Russia’s defense industry. 

Reportedly, Turkey began in March 2023 to enforce curbs on goods that are subject to Western sanctions 

from transiting its territory to Russia. 

Within a context of strong congressional support for Swedish and Finnish NATO accession, some 

Members argue that Turkish delays on the issue have threatened alliance unity. Turkey’s parliament 

ratified accession protocols for Finland in March 2023, but it is unclear whether and when ratification for 

Sweden might proceed (Hungary also has not approved Sweden’s accession as of late March). Turkish 

officials appear dissatisfied with steps Sweden has taken to date—per a June 2022 trilateral 

memorandum—against those that Turkey considers terrorists. Sweden’s government has proposed new 

anti-terrorism legislation, which it hopes will be approved by its parliament in time for it to take effect in 

early June. NATO Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg has said that he aims to have Sweden and Finland 

join the alliance by the time of its July 11-12, 2023 summit.  

Turkey-Greece regional disputes also are a factor for Congress. U.S. arms transfers could affect the 

balance of power between Turkey and Greece. U.S.-Greece cooperation has expanded, and reportedly the 

Administration informally notified Congress of a possible sale of up to 40 F-35s to Greece at the same 

time as the Turkey/F-16 informal notification. Additionally, the joint explanatory statement accompanying 

the FY2023 NDAA (P.L. 117-263) cautioned NATO allies against “unauthorized territorial overflights of 

another NATO ally’s airspace.” 

Domestic developments in Turkey are another consideration. Many U.S. lawmakers have alleged that 

“gross violation of human rights and democratic backsliding” have occurred under the rule of President 

Erdogan and his Justice and Development Party. Closely contested Turkish presidential and parliamentary 

elections are scheduled for May 14, 2023 (with a presidential run-off two weeks later if necessary). In 

March 2023, a “table of six” parties nominated Kemal Kilicdaroglu (kuhl-utch-dahr-oh-loo), Turkey’s 

main opposition leader since 2010, as their presidential candidate. Some early polls have suggested that 

Kilicdaroglu may benefit in the presidential race from the impact of Turkey’s disastrous February 6 

earthquakes and its struggling economy, despite persistent questions about his strength as a candidate and 

the table of six’s unity. Various Turkish election scenarios could factor into congressional assessments, 

along with how Turkish leadership changes or an end to the election cycle might influence Turkish 

policies relevant to the F-16 issue—including on Sweden’s NATO accession. 

Congressional action on a possible F-16 sale could influence whether Turkey continues to use major U.S. 

weapons platforms, and other aspects of U.S.-Turkey political-military ties. Turkey is reportedly 

exploring Eurofighter Typhoons as a potential alternative to F-16s, but it is unclear if consortium partner 

Germany would approve such a sale. Additionally, Turkey’s air force could face difficulties adjusting to a 

non-F-16 platform, thus potentially complicating alternatives. Moreover, European arms transfers to 

Turkey could be subject to the congressional review process if such weapons were to include U.S.-origin 

defense articles meeting the specified notification threshold. 

https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/R/R41368#_Toc125104966
https://www.state.gov/wp-content/uploads/2022/07/ICS_EUR_Turkey_Public.pdf
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/R/R41368#_Toc125104989
https://www.state.gov/u-s-relations-with-turkey/
https://icds.ee/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/ICDS_Policy_Paper_Turkey%C2%B4s_Future_Role_in_NATO_Stoicescu_Hanso_January_2022.pdf
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/news_185758.htm?selectedLocale=en
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/news_185758.htm?selectedLocale=en
https://www.state.gov/secretary-antony-j-blinken-and-turkish-foreign-minister-mevlut-cavusoglu-at-a-joint-press-availability/
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/R/R44000#_Toc125124914
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/R/R41368#_Toc125104973
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/R/R41368#_Toc125104974
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/R/R41368#_Toc125104958
https://www.oryxspioenkop.com/2022/11/the-stalwart-ally-turkiyes-arms.html
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/R/R41368#_Toc125104972
https://home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/jy1248
https://blackbullmarkets.com/en/djnews/russias-ukraine-war-effort-fueled-by-turkish-exports-wsj/
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/02/04/world/middleeast/us-turkey-uae-russia-sanctions.html
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/turkey-halts-transit-sanctioned-goods-russia-exporter-diplomat-2023-03-20/
https://www.congress.gov/treaty-document/117th-congress/3/document-text
https://www.shaheen.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/turkiye_f16s3.pdf
https://www.al-monitor.com/originals/2023/03/turkey-ratifies-finlands-nato-membership
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/new-atlanticist/what-turkey-really-wants-from-sweden-nato-pkk/
https://www.tccb.gov.tr/assets/dosya/2022-06-28-Trilateral-Memorandum.pdf
https://www.tccb.gov.tr/assets/dosya/2022-06-28-Trilateral-Memorandum.pdf
https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/sweden-proposes-security-law-seeking-turkeys-backing-nato-bid-2023-03-09/
https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/sweden-proposes-security-law-seeking-turkeys-backing-nato-bid-2023-03-09/
https://www.reuters.com/world/us/stoltenberg-sees-progress-swedens-nato-bid-talks-resume-march-2023-02-23/
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/R/R41368#_Toc125104977
https://www.forbes.com/sites/pauliddon/2023/01/16/balance-of-power-why-the-biden-administration-wants-to-sell-turkey-f-16s-and-greece-f-35s/?sh=21638f7b6c89
https://www.al-monitor.com/originals/2023/01/turkish-fm-travels-washington-seeking-seal-deal-f-16-fighter-jets
https://primeminister.gr/en/2022/05/17/29339
https://www.state.gov/u-s-security-cooperation-with-greece/
https://www.al-monitor.com/originals/2023/01/us-working-congress-towards-turkey-f-16-sale
https://docs.house.gov/billsthisweek/20221205/BILLS-117HR7776EAS-RCP117-70-JES.pdf
http://www.congress.gov/cgi-lis/bdquery/R?d117:FLD002:@1(117+263)
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/R/R41368#_Toc125104952
https://moulton.house.gov/imo/media/doc/Turkey%20Letter%20-%20FINAL.pdf
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/R/R44000#_Toc125124908
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/R/R44000#_Toc125124908
https://www.al-monitor.com/originals/2023/03/meet-kemal-kilicdaroglu-turkeys-long-derided-opposition-head-who-could-dethrone
https://www.euronews.com/2023/03/14/turkey-opinion-poll-tracker-erdogan-vs-kilicdaroglu
https://www.economist.com/europe/2023/03/09/turkeys-opposition-has-picked-its-man
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/R/R44000#_Toc130571120
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/R/R44000#_Toc130571120
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/R/R44000#_Toc130571121
https://www.economist.com/europe/2023/03/09/turkeys-opposition-has-picked-its-man
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/R/R41368#_Toc125104968
https://www.voanews.com/a/us-weighs-turkey-greece-jet-sales-amid-nato-expansion/6937449.html
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/R/R44000#_Toc130571136
https://www.aa.com.tr/en/americas/us-defense-companies-on-losing-end-if-f-16-sale-to-turkiye-blocked/2804539
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/R/R41368#_Toc125104989
https://www.middleeasteye.net/news/turkey-uk-massive-arms-deal-planes-ships-tank-engines
https://www.middleeasteye.net/news/turkey-uk-massive-arms-deal-planes-ships-tank-engines
https://eurasiantimes.com/eurofighter-typhoons-as-turkey-explores-alternatives/
https://www.middleeasteye.net/news/turkey-uk-massive-arms-deal-planes-ships-tank-engines
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/RL/RL31675#_Toc126913473


Congressional Research Service 5 

IN12111 · VERSION 3 · UPDATED 

Author Information 

 

Jim Zanotti 

Specialist in Middle Eastern Affairs 

 

 Clayton Thomas 

Specialist in Middle Eastern Affairs 

 

 

 

 

Disclaimer 

This document was prepared by the Congressional Research Service (CRS). CRS serves as nonpartisan shared staff 

to congressional committees and Members of Congress. It operates solely at the behest of and under the direction of 

Congress. Information in a CRS Report should not be relied upon for purposes other than public understanding of 

information that has been provided by CRS to Members of Congress in connection with CRS’s institutional role. 

CRS Reports, as a work of the United States Government, are not subject to copyright protection in the United 

States. Any CRS Report may be reproduced and distributed in its entirety without permission from CRS. However, 

as a CRS Report may include copyrighted images or material from a third party, you may need to obtain the 

permission of the copyright holder if you wish to copy or otherwise use copyrighted material. 

 


		2023-03-31T11:56:32-0400




